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Question: Can you go over slide 37 again? And the term decomposition on slide 36?   
 
Answer: Decomposition refers to asking about subcategories rather than asking a 
single question about a broad category.  For example, instead of asking about food 
consumption, you might ask separately about consumption of a) fruits and vegetables, 
b) meat, c) dairy, and d) other types of food. 
 
Slide 37 refers to “seam effects,” the tendency for changes between adjacent periods 
(such as two successive months) to be reported more often when the adjacent periods 
are covered in two different interviews rather than the same interview.  For example, if 
one interview covers January, February, and March and the second interview April, May, 
and June, then more changes (say, in income) are likely to apparent between March 
and April than between February and March or April and May. 
 
 
Question: Do you think the seam effect can be mitigated by asking when the change 
took place rather than asking about intervals sequentially?  
 
Answer: Yes, it’s possible asking people when their situation changed would reduce 
the seam effect, but to my knowledge no one has tried this.   
 
 
Question: Could you please send us, after the class, the full references for the sources 
you cite in your slides? Many thanks.  
 
Answer: Yes, the references are posted here: 
https://www.amstat.org/sections/SRMS/webinar_archive.cfm 
 
 
Question: How do you minimize the problems you are mentioning when we are used to 
using validated tools, or measures that are widely accepted in the research field?   
 
Answer: Well, if you are using a well-validated tool or you want to maintain 
comparability to some earlier study, you are pretty much study using those existing 
items.  If you have concerns, you can do a split-ballot (where a random subsample gets 
the existing measure and another random subsample gets the “improved” measure).   
 
 
Question: Your third point in "Forgetting and Memory Failure" is Retrieval Failure. I 
noticed in your example, you cited Wagenaar's study in discussing this problem. Could 
we use an event with comparable circumstances to help engage the retrieval, or would 
this lead to possible reconstruction errors?  



 
Answer: Your question is a very good one.  The general strategy for preventing 
retrieval failure is to provide more (and more detailed) retrieval cues, but you’re right—
such cues can also promote reconstruction errors.  My intuition says that the cues in 
surveys tend to be insufficient, so I’d say to provide more cues, but it is possible this 
could backfire as you suggest. 
 
 
Question: So in your slide about "Memory Problems: Mismatch," what would be the 
better way of phrasing the question given that respondents don't encode well for "light 
or moderate activities that cause light sweating"?  
 
Answer: Something along this line might be better:  “How often do you exercise for at 
least ten minutes?”  Then you might ask a follow-up item “Do you get additional 
exercise (lasting at least ten minutes) as part of other activities, such as your job, 
housework, or yard work?”  
 
Question: Here is the survey scenario. A question in a survey asked respondents to 
report 3 stores they most frequently shopped for clothing and accessories in the past 6 
months. The question had a long response list of stores. What do you think of the notion 
that response to the 2nd and 3rd store is influenced by the first store they select? That 
is, does store #1 create an anchor/baseline that will be used for later (i.e., #2 and #3 
stores) store selections? For example, if respondents select a big box store like 
Walmart for store #1, is it possible that the #2 and #3 store selections are more likely to 
be a big box store? if you can suggest articles/books on this anchoring phenomenon 
that will be of great help!  
 
Answer: It certainly is possible that the first choice is an anchor for later selections.  
Unfortunately, I’m unaware of any studies that are exactly on this point. 
 
 
Question: Has any work been done to suggest that memory cues are additive? Thus, if 
given "Who, When, and Where," more information can de recalled about "What?"  
 
Answer: Yes, the work does suggest that the effects of the different cues are additive, 
that more cues are more effective than just one cue. 
 
 
Question: If you know that a question might result in wanting to not reveal something 
(like high risk behavior or a past crime) what do you do to try to get a truthful answer?   
 
Answer: The single best thing you can do for eliciting embarrassing or sensitive 
information is to use some method of self-administration, such as a paper self-
administered questionnaire or audio-CASI. 
 
 



 
Question: These are strategies respondents use to provide answers?   
 
Answer: Slide 29 was my attempt to distinguish the four main paths to an answer—
retrieving a pre-existing answer, constructing an answer from the bottom-up or top-
down, and using an impression to formulate an answer. 
 
Question: It is not clear to me why impression-based estimation will necessarily lead to 
overestimation; couldn't it just as easily lead to underestimation, depending on one's 
impression. Also, a rate-based estimate may be based on an abnormally low period, 
no?  
 
Answer: You make a good point.  Yes, impressions can lead to errors in either direction.  
On average (across a range of items), the errors may tend in the direction of 
overestimation since often there is no real upper bound on the answers, whereas zero 
provides a lower bound.  But errors resulting from impression-based estimation can 
definitely go in either direction (and that is also true for rate-based estimates). 
 
 
Question: Related to slide 50, does this mean that in a survey, we should change the 
scales so that some are ordered from most to least and some are from least to worst? 
Won't that confuse the respondent?  
 
Answer: Some studies rotate response orders across respondents (just to see whether 
there are response order effects).   I agree that changing the order for individual 
respondents may be confusing. 
 
 
Question: Do you have any opinion on whether resposes on an ordered scale should 
be an even or odd number? For example , if on a scale from 1 to 5, will most people 
choose 3? And if you force them by having an even # of responses 1 to 4, are you 
forcing an inaccurate response too?  
 
Answer: I think the balance of the evidence suggests that an odd number of response 
options yields more valid and reliable answers than an even number.  Some people are 
really in the middle. 
 
 



Question: How should the survey developer handle a situation where the respondent is 
afraid to answer a certain way because they do not know or believe where their 
answers will be reported? An example is a physician's off-label usage of prescription 
drugs. Some physicians won't admit to it, yet we know they do it. How do you frame the 
question to get them to answer honestly?  
 
Answer: As I noted earlier, the best single thing you can do to elicit honest answers to 
potentially embarrassing questions is to use some form of self-administration (like 
Audio-CASI). 
 
 
Question: Do you have any suggested references on parental presence?  
 
Answer: Yes, this paper includes a meta-analysis of studies looking at the issue: 
 
Tourangeau, R., & Yan, T. (2007).  “Sensitive Questions in Surveys.” Psychological 
Bulletin, 133, 859-883. 
 
 
Question: What is the impact of Computer-Assisted Interview compared with 
interviewing using paper survey in terms of reporting? Does misreporting gets worse or 
its the other way around? t 
 
Answer: Computerization per se doesn’t seem to have a huge impact.  Tourangeau 
and Yan (2007) has a meta-analysis on this issue as well.  (The full citation is given in 
the answer above.) 
 
 
Question: Do you think Internet would be helpful in improving errors in large scale 
survey?  
 
Answer: I think the web has a lot of problems, but in terms of measurement it also has 
a lot of desirable features.  The paper below has a good discussion of these issues: 
 
Kreuter, F., Presser, S., & Tourangeau, R. (2008). “Social Desirability Bias in CATI, IVR, and 
Web Surveys:  The Effects of Mode and Question Sensitivity.” Public Opinion Quarterly, 72, 
847-865. 

 


